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Praise for This Bright Dust


As the Great Depression winds down and war in Europe looms, the small Prairie community of Grayley is all but abandoned. After a decade of dust and drought, few families remain. With the growing season approaching, Abel Dodds and the Wisharts decide to plant their crops once again — their last chance to make a living on their debt-burdened farms. But when they learn of an impending royal visit, tensions ignite between the neighbours.




Deeply rooted in the landscape of the Prairies and laced with contemporary concerns, This Bright Dust deftly explores the relationship between people and the land they inhabit. In a richly layered novel, Berkhout tells a moving tale of promise and disillusionment, of near disaster and the cultivation of joy.




To love and be fearless. This Bright Dust is the story of hope, defiant in a time of drought and impending war, a textured and beautifully written tale of lives swept up by the dust storms and winter blizzards of history.

— Will Ferguson, Giller-winning author of 419




Nina Berkhout writes with beautiful clarity of the Dustbowl Thirties in this haunting tale of two families grappling with the Prairie land they live on and love. In its attention to the earth and more-than-human world, as well as questions of how we care for each other amid potential calamity, the novel gains an eerily contemporary resonance. I was immersed.

— Catherine Bush, author of Blaze Island




“Nina Berkhout has constructed a perfect pas de deux, where the characters dance deftly around the words they cannot bring themselves to say. This Bright Dust, the town of Grayley, and its remaining residents will stay with you long after you finish this book.”

— Russell Wangersky, author of The Path of Most of Resistance




“In This Bright Dust, Nina Berkhout’s fading town of Grayley has been devastated by the Great Depression. Even for its loyal residents — skinny, haggard, and dwindling in number — it’s a harsh place of droughts and blizzards, where grasshoppers chew through the curtains and the walls are dismantled for fuel. And yet! What a gentle, loving story this is, gracefully told, with a keen understanding of an earlier time. When the dust storm settles, you never know what you might find among the wild roses.”

— Kristen den Hartog, author of And Me Among Them
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For my mother and father







Our hoard is little, but our hearts are great.

— Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Idylls of the King




The roar fell faint and farther off, and soon

Sank to a foolish humming in our ears,

Like crickets in the long, hot afternoon

Among the wheat fields of the olden years.

— John McCrae, “The Unconquered Dead”
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As the sun broke open on the frozen prairie, Abel Dodds looked out the kitchen window. He saw his past in two buildings, which lay southeast of his fields, in a direction he no longer travelled.

The most distant building was the Wishart farm. His old classmate Una Wishart lived there with her son and grandfather, and her brother, Jake. Between Abel’s house and hers lay the second building. The schoolhouse — a solitary whitewashed structure that stirred up unwanted feelings — appeared to float on the plain like a boat on an icy ocean.

He preferred to avoid both the Wishart farm and the schoolhouse. The Wisharts were busy enough that he did not often see them. He was mostly alone, which suited him fine. Up until the previous week, that was, when Jake stopped by on the pretext of wishing Abel a happy new year.

What have I gotten myself into, he now thought, drinking his coffee as the day’s first light lengthened on the snow-encrusted dirt.

Jake had said that he was again headed south to work as a ranch hand. Feeding another man’s livestock hay through the cold months, as he had done three years running. Ranch pay was decent, and Jake had experience managing stock. As did Abel. Many farmers in the area had once experimented in mixed farming, growing crops and raising cattle.

Winters past, when Jake had gone off ranching, a farmhand had stayed on at the Wishart bunkhouse to assist. Sometimes those fellows came over, asking to borrow tools, and Abel obliged and sent them on their way. Jake hadn’t said as much, but Abel guessed that retaining a handyman was a luxury they couldn’t afford anymore. And since Abel was the only other one around Grayley who hadn’t packed it in for the mines, or the Okanagan, or Peace River — besides the Peloquins, who were currently off trapping — he supposed Jake had no choice but to call on him.

“What’s keeping you here, Dodds?” Jake had asked, tobacco bulging from his lower lip as he leaned against the barn door.

The question Abel asked himself daily, and asked himself again now. Why did he stick around during these unproductive months?

He didn’t bother explaining to Jake that what kept him from ranching was the memory of what he’d done in 1935. Like other farmers who had to kill off their starving cattle, Abel had slaughtered his own twelve dairy cows.

He had betrayed the cows’ trust. Enticing them out of the barn with a bundle of hay, which he held under their noses. One by one they followed Abel into the pasture, and he positioned them to take his shot.

Jake had done away with the Wisharts’ beef cattle too. Back when it happened, Abel’s neighbour remained unfazed, saying he would bring stock in again when the time was right. In fact, Jake’s plans became more grandiose as things got worse. But after walking through his own pasture of carcasses, great brown eyes staring up at him, imploring, Abel decided, Never again. He did not have the stomach for such carnage, and from then on only worked the land. When his collie died the year after the culling, Abel did not replace him. He would not take on more animals.

Of course, he still cared for Tansy and Elizabeth Moon, who had been with him a long time. Who were his family, really. And the five chickens, for their eggs. But he did not want to tend to others’ livestock. This was why he did not winter away.

Over the years, Abel had tried to work elsewhere in the off season. He had worked in the city, the factories and the mines. He had travelled from farm to farm, repairing tractors, barns and fences. And always, within weeks, he returned home.

He’d had other opportunities for leaving. After his father passed. And more recently, each time the bank offered to help him sell the farm at auction. There had also been one chance, years back. A moment which could have changed his circumstances and the course of his life, which he no longer reflected upon that often.

Reaching for his father’s infantry binoculars on the sill, he focused on the Wishart property in time to see Jake emerge from the stable and saddle his temperamental stallion, and thought to himself, Why did I say yes to him?

Then again, how could he decline? Knowing that he and the Wisharts were the last ones left for miles. Knowing that, now that Grayley was officially unincorporated, Mounties would check in less. Knowing how supplies were dwindling.

There had been no way to refuse a neighbourly favour.

He had given Jake his word that he would look in — on Una, and her son, and their grandfather — making sure they managed through winter, though he wished instead that he were saddling Tansy and heading off to Albion Ranch himself.

Maybe they wouldn’t come to him. Knowing Una Maeve Wishart, she would decline help even if it was sorely needed. Convincing himself of this, Abel felt better. He set down the binoculars and finished his coffee as daybreak sharpened the landscape to a postcard stillness.

On clear days, his whole life was contained within the kitchen window’s frame. Beyond his fields, the east-west railway line and the primary road parallel to it ran across his view. Horseshoe River was there too, meandering around farmsteads, its eroded, dried-out bed sunken out of sight.

At the window’s left edge — eastward — lay the schoolhouse and the Wishart farm, a quarter mile from his. And the Peloquins, another quarter mile east. At the window’s right edge — westward — lay the town and railway station, and a little further, the grain elevators.

The station had an increasingly sparse timetable of passenger trains. When cargo trains rumbled by, few rail riders jumped off, word having gotten around that there was nothing here for them anymore.

Along the track, the uninhabited town of Grayley emerged from the dim, including the gaping hole on First Street where the church and hall burnt down three summers ago. Services took place in Sterling now, where both the Catholics and Protestants had set down roots. The popular Saturday night dances, which had drawn people from nearby communities, were no more.

One street over from First lay Main Street’s abandoned storefronts. Grayley’s population had never exceeded a hundred, but they had once had a grocer and butcher, diner and pool hall, telephone and post office, and blacksmith and hardware. All boarded up since ’37.

To Abel’s left and right, the sum total of his reality was spaced within walking distance. Like worn charms on a chain laid flat on a table. The railway was the chain holding everything together.

Looking east again, he watched Jake and his horse dissolve in the morning light.

He moved away from the window to turn on the radio. Warming his porridge on the stove, he sat at the table awaiting the news hour, and made a list of what needed doing after breakfast.

The announcer talked of Franco’s offensive against Catalonia, and how the German Reich was building up their navy, while American physicists were studying uranium fission. Then came the report on volatile crop prices, and parliamentary sessions resuming late on account of the prime minister feeling unwell.

“Fool,” Abel muttered.

He didn’t know why he kept listening. Lately the radio only made him mad.

Like others desperate to believe in something, he had thought William Lyon Mackenzie King would rescue the prairies. But nothing prospered around Grayley since Mackenzie King had been re-elected. Banks kept collecting, evicting farmers and displacing families. Politicians were asses, the lot of them.

He rose to turn the radio off as the announcer launched into details of the Royal Tour.

Abel paused, fingers on the dial.

The king and queen of England were to arrive in Canada in spring. Their itinerary had just been released. They would cross the country by train, making stops here and there and everywhere, visiting Montreal and Toronto and Winnipeg, seeing big cities and small towns and nature’s splendours, passing through the prairies, then the Rockies and Vancouver. There was even talk of a detour through the United States. And the prime minister would travel with them.

Abel could not believe what he was hearing.

Nothing would ever change, despite government promises. First that buffoon R.B. Bennett, now bizarre Mackenzie King, who had all but forgotten the drought and made declarations as if everything had gone back to normal. Who had been quoted saying of the West, “I doubt if it will be of any real use again.” And who was now focusing his attention on a royal visit while Grayley blew away, dust to dust.

Abel clicked the radio off as a train approached.

Returning to the kitchen window to watch the passing cars, he felt the loneliness of the locomotive’s call as it barrelled over the crossroads. He had watched thousands of trains go by as he stood on the oval rug he had braided himself from linen, wool and burlap strips. He leaned over the deep sink whose rusting metal was visible in patches under the chipped enamel coating, the hand pump disconnected from the empty cistern outside.

Abel imagined himself a passenger, leaving everything behind just like the farmers who had up and vanished, their tumbledown houses scattered across the fields like artifacts. In his reinvented existence, he felt far from Cutland County already. But then, there was that greater part of him. Wanting to stay.

Within seconds the rumbling locomotive and its railcars moved on.

And would move on until they left the whole of the parched prairies behind.

Heading outside, he faced his neighbour’s grey house. Smoke drifted from the chimney like a feather. A rough-legged hawk circled in silence above the plain. Una Wishart’s home glowed in the early sun. As though it had pulled into itself all the light around it, from the earth, the road, and the endless fields that had long ago lost their colour. It glowed as though it contained the light of the whole world. He would have liked to write a poem then. But he had much to do and daylight would not last long.

Reaching for his axe to break ice off the trough by the barn, he heard a child’s voice carried on the wind. Turning, he saw Una’s son bounding from the schoolhouse, leaping down the steps and into the dirt yard with the regulation strap, chasing Russian thistle and kicking it around like a ball. From afar he had observed the boy grow for years. Watched him running through the fields or along the rail line to town, clutching a basket for selling eggs or for buying provisions. If the boy waved, Abel waved back. Nothing more. His mother had likely warned him not to visit.

In October, Abel had witnessed the headmaster rush out of the schoolhouse, hurrying with his suitcase toward the station as the morning train approached. Within minutes the young man was on the platform, then boarding without a backward glance.

Over the past twelve months a succession of teachers had quickly returned east. They had tired of gifts of milk and preserves in lieu of pay. They would no longer work for IOUs. By November no ratepayers or pupils remained, besides the Wishart boy. The school shut down for good before Christmas, when Grayley’s mayor, station agent, grain elevator operator and last few farmers also departed.

A long time ago, inside that small building, Abel had attended school with between forty and fifty children, depending on the year, from surrounding farms.

The boy made a game of whipping the tumbleweed. When the wind picked up, he crouched, thwacking the ground with his piece of leather. He then ran up the steps to ring the bell. Abel couldn’t hear the clapper hit the mouth over the sound of the wind — it was a light, small bell — but knew the gesture. As a child, he had been granted permission to ring it himself and still recalled the feel of the coarse rope, just as he remembered every inch of the schoolhouse interior, though he hadn’t been inside again since the great failure of his final days there.

Making his way to the barn, he caught sight of Tansy sauntering toward the boy.

She must have nudged open her stall gate and slipped through the loose stable door. She moved slowly, and could be drawn back with a peppermint, but still — of all mornings, when he needed to make use of the good weather to patch the roof, and clean the binder he hadn’t done a proper job of cleaning before storing last fall, and apparently now mend a gate — why today of all days did his truant mare have to be lured away, her pace picking up to a trot. She could never resist a little fun, especially when she knew chores awaited. Retrieving her halter and lead from a post, he started after her.






“U” like a horseshoe and “n”

a rainbow, “a” like the alphabet’s

first letter committed to memory.

— A.D.
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A Chinook arch spread over the sky like a cow rib. Within hours icicles would drip, crackle and fall from rooftops. Within the day, waves of warm wind would eat the thin layer of snow off the fields, exposing the soil to bugs and disease.

The mild air was a respite from the cold, though.

Early January, and it had been a long winter already. September frosts had ruined unharvested crops. Killing what sense of possibility the community had been clinging to — after eight long years of drought and black blizzards — that their wheat, which had ripened late, would yield bountiful grain, as they’d heard had happened through southern parts of the province. For those who had stuck it out, 1938 was the year things were meant to improve. But they hadn’t. At least not around Grayley.

Abel supposed this was why everyone left.

Catching up with his horse, he walked with her the rest of the way to the school. The boy was sitting on the steps, and stared at him as he approached.

After all these years, Abel still felt self-conscious entering the schoolyard, about his appearance and his stammer, for which he had been mercilessly teased.

His too long, crooked nose lent his face an ungainly asymmetry. He had an under-bite and thin lips, and acne-scarred cheeks — as though someone had taken a chisel to his mug, Jake Wishart once said. His prominent ears, high forehead and deep-set eyes all became more pronounced during his final school years. As Abel grew from childhood to adolescence to adulthood, his ugliness grew with him. His speech problems, too, had worsened with age.

Handsome or not, as his father often told him, he could do everything that needed doing. He could run a farm. And think, feel, laugh and cry like any other.

The Wishart boy was pale. Beneath his patched, oversized sweater he seemed frail as he squinted into the wind. Abel heard he’d been sick. “Toby, is it?” he asked. “I just — came to see if everything’s alright. Your un-un — Jake asked me to look in. While he’s away.”

“We don’t need anyone lookin’ in.”

“’Course not.”

Abel glanced past Toby to the Dutch door behind him, its swing bar hanging down from the hinge. “Your mom know you’re here?”

“It’s her who kicked me out,” Toby answered, his voice raspy. “Says she’ll teach me herself once she gets around to it. Else I’m to pick field rocks all winter.”

The Wisharts’ rusted, engineless truck was a permanent fixture in their yard, anchored by sand. Their team of horses could not have pulled it without it crumbling to pieces. Without a snowplane or automobile, the boy wouldn’t make it to the school in Sterling and back within a day. Then again, with the dissolution of Grayley, school was no longer compulsory for him, there being no learning establishment within three miles.

“Is it you who — chased the last headmaster off?”

“Never learned squat from him. Good riddance.”

Abel thought how alike the boy was to his mother, his eyes bluing deeper as his small face reddened.

“Besides,” he tried spitting in the dirt, then wiped his mouth on his arm, “there’s no need to finish.”

The boy knew the Attendance Act, then.

“Your mom finished,” Abel said. “She won the Cut-Cutland County scholarship in our day. Which was something.”

“She says Aunt Brynn’s the cleverest.” He brought one knee up and rested his chin on it. “She’s in training. To be a nurse.”

A year behind him, Abel had never gotten to know Una’s sister, Brynn. He only remembered her as loud and insolent. She wore lipstick and ran around with kids from town. Upon graduation she left Grayley, never to return. Unlike Una, who had come back.

Toby got up and approached Tansy, stroking her dapple-grey coat, faded now to near white.

Abel rubbed his knuckles. “How old are you?”

Toby stood a little taller. “Almost eight.”

Had that many years gone by already, since Una had gone off to university?

Abel could still see her standing on the platform with her trunk, in her gloves and straw hat, waving goodbye. The whole town had come to see her off, himself included. He never understood why she had reappeared, a year and a half later, with a baby. Why she had given up everything to return to nothing.

The boy cocked his head. “How old are you?”

“Almost twenty-seven.”

“Is it true they used to call you Doleful Dodds?”

Abel nodded, and waited, but no further insults were proffered.

Toby tried climbing Tansy. It took a while, but he managed to get on sidesaddle, then astride.

Abel peered up at his old school again. “What’s it — like in there?”

“Go and see for yourself.” Toby scratched Tansy’s neck behind the ear.

“That’s alright.”

“What a pudding-heart!”

Ignoring the taunt, Abel let go of Tansy’s rein. Removing his hat, he climbed the steps and turned the door’s brass knob. As he passed through the bare cloakroom, his heart pounded — a familiar sensation from being in school.

He was having a hard time reconciling his memories with the decrepit space he now found himself in. Certainly the depression had hit the prairies hardest. But how had Grayley come to this, and how had the school board neglected to provide assistance?

The pot-bellied stove in the back corner was cold to the touch, the coal bucket empty at its side. Gone were the days of inkwells and proper desks, which Abel thought had likely been burned for heat. Half-broken apple crates, delivered by train along with other handouts, served as seats and writing surfaces.

He walked up to the headmaster’s desk in front of the chalkboard, black but for the ghostly alphabet snaking across its top — the same upper and lowercase letters, he was sure, scrawled there by his own teacher, Miss Kitty, long ago.

Above the chalk alphabet, the faint outline of a tiny rose Miss Kitty had drawn above the Z was miraculously still visible. A depiction of a bud like the wild roses that once bloomed along Horseshoe River, back when water flowed between its banks.

Other than the rose, the only thing decorating the room was George VI’s portrait on the wall. Casting his gaze eternally upon the bleak space. The reluctant sovereign, they called him. The one who stuttered. That was all Abel knew about the king of Canada.

Bringing two crates together, he sat.

The last time he’d been inside the school had been during provincial exams, close to ten years ago. How he had studied! Sleeping in the barn at night, learning theorems by light of the kerosene lamp while tending to newborn calves. Rising with his books a good hour before chores. Memorizing laws of physics while shovelling shit and furrowing. His father, who left school after grade six — content with his reading and basic numbers — could not make sense of it, but told him that his mother would have been proud.

All that final year Miss Kitty had said, “Abel, you will go on to do great things.” She even came for tea once, and told Gilly Dodds that his son had enough smarts to attend university in the provincial capital. A scholarship was available — only one for the school, granted annually — and he held the highest grades. With exams, he could win.

The pink rising to his cheeks, his father pre-emptively told Abel he’d manage without him. “It’s your decision, son. If you leave, give your best effort. If you leave, live with passion and acknowledge sin.” Not long after, Gilly Dodds went away. And here Abel still was, larger in body but not in mind.

Abel’s thoughts turned to war. The old one his father served in, and the new one looming.

Besides crop yields, no one talked about anything else anymore. After last harvest, at the foot of the empty grain elevators, the few remaining farmers argued over what Mackenzie King had planned for Canada’s role if it came down to a war, and whether Hitler and Mussolini would join forces. Should the government support Britain or assert its independence? Abel followed his father’s view. Even as a veteran, Gilly Dodds had believed that Canada should stay out of overseas conflicts. But his father also told him that “once we’re in, we’re in.” Abel didn’t participate in these debates. He had enough to keep his mind awake at night. What good was worrying when no one knew what would come to pass?

He tried his best to keep focused on the task at hand: getting through winter. Nonetheless the radio and the newspapers he insulated the walls with sometimes drew him in, with stories of foreboding from around the world. Stories of people being rounded up, and families fleeing Europe. Every month brought more photographs of the Nazi emblem and flag. It seemed that days darker than the last decade of storms and famine were coming.

The Chinook blew ice crystals against the windowpanes, which were cracked in intersecting lines. Abel rose from his crate and returned outside.

The Wishart boy was already wandering off. He had tied Tansy to the hitching rail where Abel and so many others used to leave their snowshoes, horses and wagons.

Abel unknotted Tansy’s lead. She blinked slowly, her long lashes tipped silver, her mane tangling in the wind.

She had been with him twenty years.

The first year after his father returned from the war, the harvest was golden. He brought home many gifts. Floral dresses and a washing machine for his mother. A telephone, a new John Deere and a Model T. Then, on Abel’s birthday, this speckled foal born at the Peloquins’ appeared in the paddock. “She’s yours,” his father told him. “Take care of her.”

Once the creditors began calling, Gilly Dodds insisted everything go but his son’s horse. As two bulky repossession agents led Tansy away, he gave them a good-natured talking-to. They had the war in common. Could they not grant a fellow Canuck this one kindness?

In the trade-off, Gilly lost his Lee-Enfield rifle. Under fire on the battlefield, he’d chanced upon the gun and plucked it from the mud after tossing aside his own jammed-up Ross. That split-second decision had saved his life, and the rifle had come home with him as a prized possession — and now it was gone. But Tansy stayed on.

Stroking her shoulders, Abel directed his sight down the rail line to where Grayley’s three grain elevators stood on the edge of town. The Wise Men, his father called them, back when each one overflowed with grain. Hollowed out, they were leaning and would soon fall.

His mare stepped back and raised her head, pulling her lead. He watched Toby’s diminishing figure trudging along, head low.

Abel turned homeward. The Chinook wouldn’t last. He needed to use these days of warmth to tackle as many chores as possible before temperatures plunged again.

He had worked harder than ever this past year, while all around wild grasses reclaimed deserted croplands. Even the suitcase farmers who purchased land on the cheap, who used to come from the city and camp out in the fields for summer and fall reaping, hadn’t appeared in years. Rumours had circulated. About those who had vanished. A lot involved people having to rob necessities from stores and warehouses to get by, or suicides and murders — husbands killing their wives and children, then themselves, when they could no longer provide. He was so goddamn tired of the rumours.

Yet looking out at the vast stretch of country etched with snow filled him with an inner peace like nothing else did — except maybe one person, long ago — and something in him was certain that it was only a matter of time before his farm thrived again.

While others said why bother, Abel had never stopped trying to bring his plot of wind-eroded soil back to life. He didn’t know if this was stubbornness or stupidity.

The fall yield had been meagre. The little grain he reaped barely paid for its planting. But like every other drought-afflicted cycle, he had ploughed, seeded and harvested. Then seeded again, for the first time, with winter wheat. There wasn’t much he could do in the fields now, not until spring. Not much besides watch and wait, for whatever nature had in store.

Tansy balked. Abel nudged her along, thinking how Elizabeth Moon would soon be uncomfortable with a full udder. After milking, he would start on retying those bundles of hay where mice had chewed the strings. And he would need to take the radio battery out to the pitted Wincharger while it was still spinning — one more task to add to the day’s list. He thought about Toby Wishart. He glanced over his shoulder, but couldn’t see the boy anymore.

He gave Tansy a peppermint and led his mare homeward.

Inside the stable, his cow greeted them with a bellow. Once the milking was done, Abel pulled the door shut and checked the coop, feeding the chickens some worthless, shrunken grain. He gathered three eggs. The hens were hardly laying. They needed greater warmth and longer daylight.

It was early evening by the time he got around to securing the stall gate and fixing the stable door. He was tightening a latch, swinging it to and fro, when he saw her.

She was headed for the schoolhouse. He stopped his work as Una Wishart crossed the fields. Above her, a crescent moon rose in the purplish-blue sky like a comma without words.






I dream of a life with you

where dust turns to swallows

and we speak freely.

— A.D.
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Abel stored the snow that fell. So little of it had come down in recent winters, and sometimes none fell at all, the earth seemingly caught in an arid chokehold. Now that the cold was back, a few inches of white blew in, which he scooped into as many barrels as he could patch.

He knew the Wisharts were doing the same, the wells around Grayley having long ago gone dry, along with Horseshoe River, and the nearby creeks and sloughs. Everyone in Cutland County had mastered the art of water rationing, accumulating what they could for the stock, then bringing what remained inside for cooking, drinking and washing dishes. Using the same water to scrub clothes and, once the dirt settled, using that water to clean themselves.

When the snow stopped falling she crossed the fields again.

For over a week he observed Una, her son and grandfather visiting the schoolhouse.

From where he worked to salvage rotted wood shingles on his roof, he had a good view of the Wishart home to the southeast.

Their parcels of land shared the same design. Their houses were simple and went up quickly, and consisted of a one-floor frame structure of wood siding with a sloped roof. Each property also had a paddock, stable, implements shed, coop and privy. Right down to the fieldstone foundations and plain porcelain doorknobs, their farms matched. The
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